The word "Oriental", as applied to the cultures of the East, has in recent years declined in usage, and been replaced by "Asian", a term which does not, however, fully reflect European scholarly tradition. "Oriental" encompasses all the cultures of Asia and Africa. In many instances Asian and African cultures were interconnected, and used the same languages as, for example, Arabic Islamic culture on the Arab peninsula and in Egypt. This new catalogue is in fact a continuation of the traditional British Orientalist "*catalogues raisonnés*", reflecting both the diversity of Oriental cultures and the "Orientalist" approach to them by European manuscript collectors.

The catalogue describes in detail twenty-six completely uncatalogued or partly catalogued manuscripts preserved in the Library of St John\'s College, Oxford. Written in Arabic, Persian, Syriac, Hebrew, Ethiopian, Turkish and Gujarati, the manuscripts came to the College library through various avenues. In general they were donated by the Fellows of St John\'s or other people connected to the College. Fifteen, for example, were donated by the statesman and theologian, Archbishop William Laud (d. 1645). Of these fifteen, eight belonged previously to the physicist, naval commander and diplomat Sir Kenelm Digby (d. 1665). The rest belonged to other scholars and clergymen, such as Edward Bernard (d. 1697, Savilian Professor of Astronomy from 1673 to 1691), John Pointer (d. 1754), Matthias Turner (who was at Balliol College from 1618 to 1632), William Stoddard (Fellow of St John\'s from 1828 to 1853 and later vicar of Charlbury), John Trott (who in 1806 held a BA from St John\'s) and the otherwise unknown Charles Stafford Playdell. The whole collection encompasses forty-one works written by various authors, fifteen of whom can be identified.

The subjects and themes represented are quite diverse. They include works written in Arabic and Persian on astronomy (entries nos. 1--18), mathematics (nos. 19--21), the military arts (no. 22), encyclopaedias and compendia (nos. 23--24), belles-lettres (no. 25), *ḥadīth* and *fiqh* (nos. 26--27), Qur\'ans (nos. 28--32), and the Old Testament (nos. 33--34). These are followed by a thirteenth-century bilingual Latin--Hebrew manuscript transcribed in England, which contains four books from the Old Testament; a copy of a Hebrew conveyance of land in Gamlingay (a village in Cambridgeshire) from William of Leister to Walter de Merton, founder of Merton College, Oxford; and an official letter in Ottoman Turkish from a senior member of the Ottoman government, written in Constantinople in 1618. Entries 38--41 describe a Syriac manuscript of a theological treatise known as *Causa causarum*; two Ethiopian works; and a navigational text in Gujarati. Appendix II deserves a special mention. Usually poetry, along with scribbles and occasional notes in manuscripts, are not recorded in learned manuscript catalogues. This conceals from researchers many revealing details of everyday life, traces of traditional learning, or even emotions. Geert van Gelder has collected twenty-three poetical fragments and edited them in Arabic and Latin transliterations accompanied by translations into English. The catalogue includes six useful concordances. In addition, it is lavishly illustrated with colour and monochrome photographs (altogether thirty-seven plates).

Emilie Savage-Smith has specified two important parameters to the conventional form of entry: paper and script. Traditionally the compilers of learned manuscript catalogues have dealt only with the written word. They forget that every manuscript is a complex object, which, in addition to that of the authors, bears traces of the activity of other people, such as scribes, binders, paper-makers, dyers, illuminators, etc. Their endeavours, as evidenced in the binding, paper, and handwriting, was generally referred to only to ascertain the date or the authorship of the written work. It is not by chance that, for example, palaeography and metrology were considered "auxiliary disciplines" (cf. the German: *Hilfsdisziplinen*). A modern historian or a specialist in paper who would like to study, for example, medieval paper-making or palaeography in the relevant entries of such catalogues will find only such "informative" remarks as "thick yellowish paper" or "small elegant naskh".

By contrast Savage-Smith has made a successful attempt to clarify these two aspects. She has introduced an effective system of measurement to identify the size of the script and paid special attention to the description of paper according to colour, thickness and opaqueness. The paper colour has been determined by comparing pages towards the inner part of the manuscript with fan decks of colour samples (in the 5Y and 10Y range) using the "Munsell system" (formerly known as the Centroid Colour Charts devised by the US National Bureau of Standards), grouped into six sets defined as "ivory", "cream", "beige", "biscuit", "brown", "grey", within each of which there are a range of tones. The thickness of the paper was measured by a micrometer; a range of values was given. For identification of opaqueness (or translucency) the recently devised Sharp Scale (named after its inventor Henrietta Sharp) has been used, according to which the paper can be categorized in terms of the number of folios required before the outline of the dowel held behind the folio(s) is no longer visible when illuminated from behind with a constant light of 60 watts at an approximate distance of 15 cm.

To sum up: this catalogue is not only a helpful reference-tool but also that rare thing, a very interesting read indeed.
